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Lecturing is a traditional method for teaching in discipline-based teaching 
environments and its success in legal discipline depends upon its alignment 
with learner backgrounds, learning objectives and the lecturing approaches 
utilised in the classes. In a situation where students do not have any prior 
knowledge of the given discipline that requires a particular lecturing 
approach, a mismatch in such an alignment would place learner knowledge 
acquisition into a challenging situation. From this perspective, this study 
tests the suitability of two dominant lecturing approaches—the case and the 
law-based lecturing approaches. It finds that a lecturer should put more 
emphasis on the case-based approach while lecturing to non-law background 
business students at the postgraduate level, provided that such an emphasis 
should be relative to the cognitive ability of the students and their motivation 
for learning law units.     
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Introduction 
 
An appropriate teaching method facilitates effective knowledge acquisition by 
students in the classroom. Providing lectures to students is one teaching 
method amongst many at the tertiary level. Despite the surge of recently 
popular teaching methodologies such as the problem-based teaching method 
(Moskovitz 1992; Savin-Baden and Major 2004), the peer-assisted teaching 
method (Boyle 2003; Topping and Ehly 1998) and the web- based teaching 
method (Caron and Gely 2004; Khan 2001); this knowledge-based teaching 
mode is still predominantly used in tertiary level teaching environments. Let it 
be stated at the outset that this study is not about the assessment of the merits 
of different teaching methods. It is limited to the lecturing methods used to 
teach law units to postgraduate level business students.  
Lecturing is a traditional method for teaching in discipline-based 
teaching environments (Allen 2005; Ewang 2008; Soetendorp and Byles 
2000). As a discipline-based teaching approach, it focuses on the strong 
primary influence of the disciplinary context of a subject; it is based on the 
signature ways of thinking about and practicing a discipline, and it follows the 
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generally accepted conceptual structures, boundaries and tribal norms and 
values of a discipline’s community of practice. Law as a discipline has 
developed its own conceptual worlds, and robust ‘ways of thinking and 
practicing’ (McCune and Hounsell 2005, p. 255) related knowledge practices 
(Strathern 2008, p. 11). Vested in cases, arguments, statute and precedent, this 
discipline is highly abstract but tightly structured and logically related. It relies 
on lecturers to transfer its abstract knowledge - a blend of legal principles, 
statutes and procedures - to students (Bligh 1998; Laurillard 2013).  
The success of lecturing in legal discipline depends upon its alignment 
with learner backgrounds, learning objectives and the lecturing approaches 
utilised in the classes. Perkins explains the need for such an alignment as the 
‘underlying games of enquiry’ or ‘epistemes’, which are systems of ideas or 
ways of understanding that allow us to design and validate various kinds of 
outcomes. In a situation where students do not have any prior knowledge of 
the given discipline that requires a particular lecturing approach, a mismatch 
in such an alignment would place learner knowledge acquisition into a 
challenging situation.  
  Pedagogically, lecturing in law classes requires a myriad of 
approaches, of which both the case-based approach and the law-based 
approach are dominant. In a case-based approach, a lecturer teaches legal 
issues through a discussion of leading cases, and in a law-based approach, 
students learn about legal issues through the assessment of procedures 
described in laws. These approaches are not distinct to each other, rather they 
are logically interrelated (Michael and William, 1995). Lecturers in law 
schools mostly employ a combination of these two approaches to teach law 
units to students at the postgraduate level. These students possess a prior legal 
education, and are therefore accustomed to this approach. Furthermore, their 
motivation for acquiring a specialized legal education helps them to adapt to 
this approach quickly. Most of the lecturers in business schools also utilise this 
mixed approach in their lectures to teach law to postgraduate level business 
students. Such students usually do not have any prior legal educational 
background and their motivation for learning law units is not the same as that 
of the law students. The use of a mixed approach in lecturing on legal issues, 
therefore, may not effectively assist non-law background postgraduate level 
students in business schools.  
The business schools have a tendency to overload the law unit 
curriculum with substantive legal content (Batty 2013). Law units or modules 
or subjects in these schools deliver a vast array of legal information because 
educators want to cover a syllabus that is designed to fulfill students’ legal 
needs relating to a given profession in the shortest and most cost-effective 
way. This results in a content heavy learning environment, the side effects of 
which encourage learners to memorise and regurgitate legal information 
without the adequate understanding of it. Some educators identify this 
situation as the undesirable ‘surface’ approach to learning. In such a teaching 
environment, a mixed approach in lecturing to students may heavily impact on 
their cognitive load and therefore hinder the acquisition of meaningful 
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knowledge with the subject being taught. An assessment of this issue is 
important as the results can assist curriculum designers and lecturers in 
selecting the most effective lecturing approaches for postgraduate level 
business law students. 
  Although the law related units taught in business schools at the tertiary 
level in Australia have a considerable impact upon the income, administration 
and reputation of universities; there is almost no study on the approaches these 
units should emphasize for lecturing to non-law background students.i A good 
number of law academics are engaged in lecturing these units in such business 
schools, however very few have contributed to scholarly research on lecturing 
law to non-law background students. It would be worth mentioning here that 
there are numerous studies on teaching law to students who have completed 
their undergraduate law courses, and on the teaching modes for non-law 
background students; however these studies meagerly impact on the 
development of lecturing approaches necessary for teaching law units to non-
law background students at the postgraduate level. This study attempts to fill 
this gap. It assesses a group of business law students’ perceptions concerning 
their cognitive loads accrued by the two lecturing approaches: the case-based, 
and the law-based lecture approach.  
The second section describes the context of this study. The third 
section defines the theoretical basis that underpins the designing of discipline-
focused lecturing approaches. This section acknowledges the Cognitive Load 
Theory as a predominant theory and relates how this theory aligns lecturing 
approaches to learner acquisition of knowledge. The fourth section initially 
describes the design of a survey relating to the perception of 90 non-law 
background business students, who were taught a law unit consisting of two 
different lecturing approaches; the case-based approach and the-law based 
approach. Lastly, this section assesses the findings of the survey. The fifth 
section appraises the reasons the participating students provided in support of 
their choices for a particular approach, or the combination of these approaches. 
Section six concludes this study; it argues that a lecturer should put more 
emphasis on the case-based approach while lecturing to non-law background 
business students at the postgraduate level, provided that such an emphasis 
should be relative to the cognitive ability of the students and their motivation 
for learning law units.     
 
Background 
 
In Australia, most universities teach business courses at the postgraduate level; 
these courses being designed to teach business-related issues so that students 
can apply their knowledge in the real world. Since law is an integral part of 
knowledge necessary for doing business, almost all of the business courses in 
Australian universities contain some law related units (Allison 1991; Batty 
2013; Siedel 2000). Corporation law, business law, tax law, business ethics, 
project financing law and law relating to business arbitration and international 
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business, are some of the common law units taught within business faculties in 
national universities.  
Business faculties teach law to business students with the 
understanding that their students are not aiming to be lawyers. Instead, it is 
apparent that these students will become managers, company executives, 
accountants, financial analysts or entrepreneurs. Therefore the objective of 
teaching law units in various departments/schools of these faculties is to 
provide students with some knowledge so that they can relate laws in their 
day-to-day decision-making in their future roles (Lampe 2006; Morris 2007; 
Skwarok 1995). In terms of teaching pedagogy this is commonly called the 
‘environmentalist approach’, as the aim of such teaching is to prepare the 
students to cope with a particular environment (Allen 2007; Endeshaw 2002). 
More specifically, this approach in business schools aims at enabling students 
to operate efficiently in a dynamic business environment using relevant legal 
concepts and roles (Braye, Preston‐Shoot and Johns, 2006). 
The law schools also have an environmentalist approach, within which 
the aim of teaching law units is to prepare students as effective lawyers. It is 
intended that after having received a legal education, students should be able 
to draft legal opinions or statements of claims and provide legal opinions to 
clients. In these schools, a mixture of case-based and law-based lecturing 
approaches is predominantly used, as this is found to be an effective teaching 
mode in fulfilling the aims for learning and teaching law units.      
 Although the aims of teaching law to business students and law 
students are different, lecturers in most of the business schools use a 
composite of case-based and law-based lecturing approaches.ii One of the 
reasons behind this would be the backgrounds of both curriculum designers 
and lecturers; most of these designers and lecturers of law units in business 
schools are either lawyers or law academics, who studied law units in the law 
schools themselves.iii To align their lectures with the learning achievements of 
students, they prepare content-driven curriculum as it is done so in the law 
schools. Another reason for putting too much content into one unit would 
involve the aim of accommodating the requirements of professional 
organizations in a short, as well as cost-effective way. For instance, CPA 
Australia requires a sound business law education for its members. This 
professional body requires that a membership applicant have either a prior 
education in business law or the ability to pass an exam covering general legal 
knowledge relating to the business environment. This includes a basic 
knowledge of the law of contracts and an understanding of the responsibilities 
and risks that arise in business, with particular regard to the law relating to 
corporate entities. For accommodating such a demand, a business law unit at 
the postgraduate level needs to cover a large legal content.iv As a result, 
business students find the law units over-allocated to substantive knowledge 
(Batty, 2013).v  
In an environment where students are struggling with the huge content 
of a particular unit, and in a situation where they don’t have the required 
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motivation to overcome such a challenge; a poorly suited lecturing approach 
for teaching them a content heavy unit would not assist with knowledge 
acquisition. A suitable lecturing approach is thus necessary in such a 
challenging teaching environment, as the lecturing approach used in classes 
impacts on student cognitive load; the more of a load on a student’s cognitive 
processes, the less knowledge they will acquire from a lecture session. A 
mixture of two lecturing approaches for the teaching of law at the postgraduate 
level in law schools may not necessarily create enough cognitive loads as it 
could for the business students at the same level. This is because the 
postgraduate students in the law schools generally have a prior legal 
education, being familiar with the “volumes of ‘lawyers’ law’” (Batty 2013; 
Cartan and Vilkinas 1990), and are used to this approach. Another reason 
would be their motivation for the learning of a law unit. In both these cases, 
the postgraduate level non-law background business students are different. 
They do not have a prior legal education background, and their motivation for 
studying a law unit is not to prepare them for entry into the legal profession. 
For a better understanding of this situation, I arranged an experienced 
corporate law lecturer to observe a large group of non-law background 
business law students; these students were listening to a lecturer who was 
using law-based and case-based approaches in his lecture to teach them 
corporate law. The observer comments: It would be worth mentioning a 
comment I received from an independent observer of a law lecture session for 
non-law background postgraduate students here. In that lecture session, both 
the law-based and case based lecturing approaches were used. The observer 
comments:  
 
‘Regarding case and law based teaching modes, I think law based teaching 
may be more suitable for teaching law to non-law background students. 
Reading judgments is a specialised skill. Law students gradually develop this 
skill. Non-law background students often struggle to read judgment written 
in highly technical language. Having said that, I must acknowledge that case 
based learning is essential for law study. Hence, should not be totally 
avoided. However, I think that there should be empirical study to rightly 
determine the proper method for teaching law to no-law background 
students. I have noticed that some of your students were not very engaged in 
the class. This could be due to the simultaneous use of these two modes. I 
therefore think that your plan to conduct a survey based study to select the 
best method for teaching post grad level non law background students would 
be a very good idea to identify the perception of your students.’ vi 
 
 As mentioned earlier, the aim of this study is to suggest the most 
suitable lecturing approach in-between case-based and law-based approaches. 
It assesses the non-law background students’ perceptions about the cognitive 
load accrued while they were taught a unit following these two different 
lecturing approaches. To this end, it collected data from 90 students 
undertaking the Business and Corporations Law unit—a postgraduate law unit 
taught at the School of Accountancy at QUT Business School.  
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Defining cognitive load in knowledge acquisition 
 
There are many theoretical explanations for why teaching mode is important 
to student knowledge acquisition, these encompassing the methodologies of 
pure discovery, guided discovery and the expository method (Kirschner, 
Sweller and Clark, 2006; Sweller, Kirschner and Clark 2007). In this article, 
however, the pure discovery method and expository method are not discussed. 
These two theories explain paths of learner knowledge acquisition but do not 
adopt broader perspectives by considering the wider set of teaching methods 
for students who do not have any prior knowledge in the subject. This study 
contends that constructivist theories such as Cognitive Load Theory; originally 
proposed by Sweller (1994), provides far more insightful theoretical and 
practical instructional strategies on the nexus between teaching methods and 
student knowledge acquisition. The article considers a Cognitive Load Theory 
(CLT) perspective essential in responding to the assessment of teaching 
methods suitable for the graduate level students without any prior subject 
knowledge specifically in the law discipline. The following discussion is about 
CLT; in particular the assessment of this theory’s arguments explaining the 
philosophical basis of why, and to what extent lecturing approach matters to 
the cognitive load of a student while acquiring law lessons in the class. Prior 
to the discussion, this section provides a synopsis of the constructivist theory 
and human cognitive architecture. This is pertinent given that a CLT 
perspective acts within the domain of knowledge acquisition, and includes the 
aspects of short duration and limited capacity working memory as relevant 
factors of human cognitive architecture.  
 
Constructivist theory of learning  
 
The constructivist (Marshall 1996; Phillips 1997; Steffe and Gale, 1995) 
school of thought in education is about how students learn. A fundamental 
premise of constructivism is ‘meaningful learning occurs when the learner 
strives to make sense of the presented material by selecting relevant 
information, organizing it into a coherent structure and integrating it with 
other organized knowledge’ (Mayer 2004). Hence, meaningful learning will 
happen when instructional methods foster these processes.  
Constructivism by most educators (Kurland and Pea 1985; Lefrancois 
1997; Papert 1980) has been interpreted as a ‘doctrine-based approach’ i.e. 
pure discovery method involving hands-on activity and a great emphasis on 
group discussion. Mayer (2004) comments that although students might be 
engaged in group discussion or hands-on activity, it might fail to invoke ‘the 
first cognitive process, namely, selecting relevant incoming information’. As a 
consequence, though students get too much freedom, they may ‘fail to come 
into contact with the to-be-learnt material’; resulting in a gap in understanding 
the material-to-be-learnt. The activity or discussion becomes futile as it does 
not lead to a desirable end. 
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Whether or not to provide instruction, and if provided, in which 
approaches it should be; has been disputed amongst educational scholars for at 
least the past half century (Ausubel 1964; Mayer 2004; Shulman and Keislar, 
1968). Learners learn best in an unguided or minimally guided environment as 
they themselves discover or construct essential information (Bruner 1961; 
Papert 1960; Steffe and Gale, 1995); this being the premise of those favoring 
unguided or minimally guided instruction. The other side of the constructivist 
continuum, Kirschner et. al. (2006) mentions referring to Cronbach and Snow 
(1977), Klahr and Nigam (2004), Mayer (2004), Shulman and Keisler (1966) 
and Sweller (2003), with there being educators suggesting that novice learners 
need direct modes in teaching as the concepts and procedures of specific 
disciplines can be explored only with direct guidance.  
Direct approach in teaching, Kirschner et. al., (2006) defines, is 
designed in a way that it provides ‘information that fully explains the concepts 
and procedures’ of the learning materials the learners are supposed to learn 
while providing ‘learning strategy support…compatible with human cognitive 
architecture’. The success of this approach is relative to human cognitive 
architecture - a nexus of human working memory, long-term memory and their 
intricate relationship with the student’s background and motivation (Allus 
2002 in Kirschner et. al. 2006).  
 
Human cognitive architecture 
Atkinson and Shiffrin’s (1968) model on sensory memory, working memory 
and long-term memory has laid the basis of most modern research on human 
cognitive architecture. Working memory or short-term memory and long-term 
memory have been identified for processing and storing information, thereby 
reckoned as two complementary facilitators in the educational process. In the 
critical interface between long-term memory and short-term memory, learning 
happens. Long-term memory or LTM; the central storehouse of human learned 
information determines and influences our vision, listening and thought 
processes. To understand the function of LTM, Kirschner et. al., (2006) 
provides a classic example of chess expertise with a study by De Groot (1978) 
and later by Chase & Simon (1973). These studies found that expert chess 
players far excel novice players to reproduce shortly seen board configurations 
that are taken from real games; however they do not differ much in random 
board configurations. It suggests that expert problem solvers have derived 
their skills by drawing on the huge experience in their LTM. They can quickly 
select and apply the most appropriate procedure for solving problems. Human 
problem-solving skill explains how important long-term memory is to 
cognition. In educational situations, the consequence of long-term memory on 
instruction is to change/alter long-term memory, as ‘if nothing is changed in 
long-term memory, nothing has been learned’ (Kirschner, et al. 2006, p. 77). 
Working memory processes the information of which we are 
consciously aware of. Again, working memory is characterized by two 
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principles: (a) when it processes novel information, it is severely restricted in 
duration and capacity. Almost all information stored in working memory that 
is not rehearsed is lost within 30 seconds (Peterson and Peterson 1959), and 
the capacity of working memory is limited to a very small number of elements 
(Miller 1956). The number is about seven according to Miller, but may be as 
low as four; plus or minus one (Cowan 2001). When processing information, 
the number of elements that could be processed might be two or three. The 
second principle involves the way that long-term and working memory 
process information through their intricately subtle interaction (Sweller 2003; 
2004). It should be noted that the limitations of working memory are 
applicable to only new, yet to be learned materials that have not been stored in 
long-term memory. Lecturing approaches, hence, should cater for the 
limitations of working memory and its correspondent long-term memory.  
Inquiry-based instruction demands learners find problem-relevant 
information and the searching activity incurs a heavy cognitive load on 
working memory. Working memory, being engaged in problem-solving tasks, 
may not be available to learn and store information in long-term memory, thus 
hindering the purpose of learning. Studies by Sweller, Mawer and Howe 
(1982) show that students can meander in searching for information with little 
alteration to long-term memory. If the object of learning is to alter long-term 
memory, then this kind of problem search is not advisable as students require 
suitable and focused guidance if they are to fulfill the objective of learning. 
Additionally, literature encompassing the underlying mechanism of working 
memory and LTM has laid the foundations for many instructional theories, 
whilst also encouraging the design of scientific research into a guided 
approach (Kirschner, et al. 2006).  
There seems to be a close affinity between teaching law to non-law 
background students at the graduate level and the constructivist discovery 
method of teaching. In implementing constructivist theory there has been a 
“shift of emphasis away from teaching a discipline as a body of knowledge 
toward an exclusive emphasis on learning a discipline by experiencing the 
processes and procedures of the discipline” (Handelsman et al. 2004; Hodson 
1988, p 76) This is comparable to implementing a suitable lecturing approach 
for students who do not have any prior knowledge in the subject area. 
The problems non-law background students at the graduate level face 
include too much content and guidance from the lecturer through varied 
instruction. This might render them incapable of identifying relationships 
between different pieces of information in the topics during a lecture. 
Although an instructional approach in teaching is considered a pro-student 
approach, this approach for teaching non-law background students suffers as it 
might be fundamentally unable to spur the cognitive process of learning 
through this approach. It is in this suspension of an instructional practice that 
we need to think beyond pedagogy that is largely incapable of fostering 
meaningful learning in instructional settings. When the pedagogy does not 
cater for learners’ attitudes and aptitudes towards learning, demotivation 
affects and hinders their orientation towards learning the target subject. 
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Cognitive load theory 
 
Cognitive Load Theory (CLT) is based on human cognitive architecture. 
Relatively recently, this theory has become one of the most influential theories 
in learning psychology; being applied in various areas of education. Students 
are often overwhelmed by the number of information elements and their 
interactions that need to be processed simultaneously before meaningful 
learning can commence (Paas, Renkl and Sweller, 2004). To facilitate 
meaningful learning while learning complex cognitive tasks, CLT has been 
developed (Paas, Renkl and Sweller, 2003; Paas, et al. 2004; Paas and Van 
Gog, 2006; Sweller and Chandler, 1994). In other words, it has been designed 
“to provide guidelines intended to assist in the presentation of information in a 
manner that encourages learner activities that optimize intellectual 
performance” (Sweller, Van Merrienboer and Paas, 1998, p. 25).  
In learning, CLT has been receiving significant attention as it claims 
the limitation of human cognitive architecture - specifically working memory 
is severely restricted in duration and capacity. Therefore, teaching has to 
facilitate learning by minimizing cognitive overload. An argument CLT poses 
is that many traditional teaching approaches do not take into account the 
limitations of human cognitive architecture, resulting in tasks that overload the 
student’s working memory and hamper learning. By integrating “knowledge 
about the structure and functioning of the human cognitive system” (Schnotz 
and Kürschner 2007), CLT attempts to facilitate and optimize learning. 
 CLT may be used to improve the teaching approach for non-law 
background graduate level students. Teaching approaches using CLT have 
been widely utilised in different academic fields, including science and 
technology (Chandler and Sweller 1996; Mayer, Heiser and Lonn 2001), 
mathematics (Mousavi, Low and Sweller 1995; Paas and Van Merriënboer 
1994) and languages (Diao and Sweller 2007; Yeung, Jin and Sweller 1998).  
 
 
Categories of cognitive load 
 
An indicator of successful teaching method is that it ensures teaching 
approaches are designed within the capacity of human memory. The total 
amount of cognitive load human memory deals with while being engaged in 
learning is divided into intrinsic and extraneous load. Hence, the total 
cognitive load can be measured by the sum total of intrinsic and extraneous 
cognitive load (Sweller 2010). Intrinsic load, which is determined by the 
intrinsic complexity of the learning materials; cannot be altered except by 
changing the nature of what needs to be learned or by increasing the expertise 
of learners (Sweller 2010). Extraneous load is imposed by instructional 
designs that unnecessarily increase working memory load and so can be 
reduced by effective instructional procedures. Germane load is concerned with 
the acquisition of knowledge (Sweller 2010). It refers to the working memory 
resources that are needed to deal with intrinsic cognitive load. Inappropriate 
teaching methods impose added load on working memory, however 
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extraneous load can be reduced by effective teaching approaches thereby 
freeing some working memory resources which in turn can be devoted to 
intrinsic load; resulting in an ultimate boost of germane cognitive load.  
 
Interrelation between categories of cognitive load 
 
Researchers assume interactions between these categories of cognitive load. 
Sweller (2010) has provided a formula that encompasses the three categories 
of cognitive load in terms of element interactivity in response to the ambiguity 
and anomaly (Beckmann 2010; Schnotz and Kürschner 2007) regarding the 
categories of cognitive load; thereby affording a uniform foundation for the 
divisions into their categories.  
Paas, Renkl and Sweller (2003) suggested an asymmetric and recurring 
relationship between cognitive load categories; they supposed that human 
cognition during learning deals first with intrinsic cognitive load, then any 
remaining working memory capacity will be consumed to handle extraneous 
and germane cognitive load. Once working memory capacity is available to 
free germane cognitive load by reducing extraneous cognitive load, this 
accessible germane cognitive load can be used for schema construction and 
automation. As a learner acquires the needed schemas, he/she gains expertise 
in the specific field and subsequently less intrinsic cognitive load is 
encountered.  
Eventually total cognitive load is minimized, learning is enhanced and 
the newly learned material will be used to construct more advanced schemas 
with a new cycle commencing (Paas, et al. 2003). Therefore, using minimal 
working memory resources to handle extraneous cognitive load is quite 
essential to free germane cognitive load and stimulate this cycle to occur. In a 
different field, Scott and Schwartz (2007) found that when the imposed 
cognitive load was high and extraneous, performance suffered. However when 
the cognitive load was high and germane, performance was enhanced. 
Nonetheless, germane cognitive load should not exceed the limits of working 
memory capacity otherwise it will decrease rather than increase performance 
(Große and Renkl 2006).  
In their study into learning mathematics, Große and Renkl (2006) 
found that learning was decreased when students were asked to provide self-
explanations. Sweller (2006a) in his commentary on this study attributed these 
results to an increase in germane cognitive load beyond the limits of working 
memory, with insufficient time given to accommodate this expansion in 
cognitive load. Researchers assume that these three categories are additive and 
if the total cognitive load exceeds the available working memory capacity, 
learning is likely to be compromised. Paas and Van Merriënboer (1994, p. 
123) suggested a schematic representation of the cognitive load construct. 
They assumed that there are several factors that affect invested mental effort 
such as the task environment characteristics (e.g. task structure, type of reward 
system and time pressure); learner characteristics (e.g. cognitive capabilities 
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and  previous knowledge possessed by the learner), and the interaction 
between them (e.g. motivation or personal expectations of performance). 
In sum, the sole purpose of CLT is to design effective teaching 
approaches to reduce extraneous cognitive load effects (Sweller 2003; 2004). 
The cognitive architecture used by CLT is based on a natural information 
processing system that also theorizes about evolution by natural selection 
(Sweller and Sweller 2006). In typical listening tasks, for example, as with 
listening to conversations or lectures; when learners listen to the content and 
are provided with different types of texts in written and oral form 
simultaneously, they become engaged in problem-solving search to find 
relations and correspondences amongst the information whilst at the same time 
concentrating on answering the task at hand. CLT explicates this scenario 
thus: to the extent that specific knowledge is unavailable to a learner, the 
randomness as genesis principle reduces the efficiency of teaching modes. 
Search activity increases the load of working memory and since working 
memory is narrowly restricted for processing and storing new information 
according to the narrow limits of change principle; such redundancy interferes 
with problem-solving and hinders knowledge acquisition. 
 
Cognitive load perception analysis 
As mentioned earlier, the objective of this study was to assess the assumed 
cognitive load of two teaching approaches used in a postgraduate law unit for 
business students. To this end it selected a student cohort and administered a 
questionnaire-based survey. Data was assessed by using a two-tailed paired 
sample t test. Details of the sample unit, student cohort of this unit, teaching 
approaches used in the unit, questionnaire and data analysis are as follows.  
 
The unit  
 
The School of Accountancy within the QUT Business School at the 
Queensland University of Technology taught 9 law units to 2366 students in 
semester two of 2013. At the postgraduate level there were four law units 
consisting of 400 students. 
Business and Corporations Law is a 12 credit point law unit for the 
business law students at the postgraduate level. The aim of this unit is to 
develop student knowledge and understanding of the basic principles of 
business law and company law. Upon successful completion of this unit, as 
mentioned in the unit outline for students; they should possess sufficient 
understanding of Australian business and company law, as well as have 
developed legal and analytical skills that will assist in contemporary business 
practice.  
 
Student cohort 
 
Every semester, this school admits more than 200 students in Business and 
Corporations Law - a law unit for the postgraduate students. The ethno-
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linguistic orientation of this student cohort is that about 65% of these students 
are international, and 90% of them do not have any prior legal knowledge. 
This unit was taught in three sessions and each session lasted three 
hours. The average number of students in each of these sessions was 65 and 
the average attendance of the students in the sessions was 55% (attendance in 
the lecture sessions was not mandatory for the students). Teaching instructions 
for each session in this unit were as follows: in a 3 hours teaching session, 2 
hours were for lecture presentation and one hour for tutorial. A lecturer 
delivered the lecture and conducted the tutorial for each session. 
 
Questionnaire and data collection 
 
A nine point, two item Likert scale cognitive load questionnaire was used to 
measure the differences between the perceptions of cognitive load for the two 
lecturing approaches. The first item was about the case-based approach and 
the second item was about the law-based approach. Scale 1 started with very, 
very hard and scale 9 represented very, very easy.  
 
 
Participant distribution  
 
A total of 99 students from the Business and Corporations Law unit 
participated in the survey; among them 76 were non-law background students 
and 23 were law background students. Among these students 60 students were 
studying accounting and 26 students were studying professional accounting. 
The remainder of the students was studying management, business, finance 
and other commerce degree courses. Participating in the survey was not 
mandatory for the students. Questionnaires were delivered in the three sessions 
in two days of two different teaching weeks. Almost all of the students who 
were in attendance of those sessions took around 5 minutes to complete the 
questionnaire.  
 
Data analysis 
 
Data was analysed in two steps. Firstly, a two-tailed paired sample t test was 
used to measure the perceived levels of mental load between law background 
students and non-law background students for both the case-based approach 
and the law-based approach to teaching law. Secondly, a two-tailed paired 
sample t test was conducted between professional accounting students’ and 
accounting students’ assumed cognitive loads to understand the law lecture. A 
.05 level of significance was used in the study unless otherwise specified. The 
r value is reported in the study signifying the estimated effect size.  
 
t-test findings with non-law and law background students 
 
Means and standard deviations of law-based and case-based teaching 
approaches can be found in Table 1.1 below. With the non-law background 
students, a two-tailed paired sample t-test revealed that a case-based approach 
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to law lectures was significantly easier to comprehend (M 6.50, SE .21), than a 
law-based approach (M 5.00, SE 2.10), t (75) 3.814, p <.001, r = .35. 
With the law background students, a two-tailed paired sample t-test 
revealed that a case-based approach to law lectures was not significantly easier 
(M 6.52, SE .33), than a law-based approach (M 5.90, SE .50) t (22) 1.193, p 
=.25, r= .15.   
The results show that the non-law background students found teaching 
in a case- based approach significantly easier than a law-based approach; 
whereas students having a law background perceived both the methods as 
comparable/similarly easy. 
 
Table 1 
Means and SDs of law-based and case-based lecturing approaches 
 
Teaching  
Approach 
Law 
orientation 
English 
orientation 
Mean (SD) 
Law-based  
Approach 
No  English(13) 
Non-English(63)  
5.70(2.50) 
4.90 (2.00) 
 Yes English(6) 
Non-English(17) 
7.00(2.00) 
5.50(2.34) 
Case-based  
Approach 
No English(13) 
Non-English(63) 
6.54(1.70) 
6.43(1.90) 
 Yes English(6) 
Non-English(17) 
7.50(1.80) 
6.20(1.42) 
    
 
t-test findings with accounting and professional accounting students 
 
A two-tailed paired sample t-test was conducted between the two major types 
of students who undertook the unit, with the aim of understanding their mental 
load for perceiving law lectures via both of these approaches of teaching.  
 With the accounting students, a two-tailed paired sample t-test revealed 
that law lectures in a case-based approach were significantly easier for them to 
perceive (M 6.73, SE. 25) than a law-based approach (M 5.30, SE .30) t (59) 
3.353, p= <.001, r = .32. 
  With the professional accounting students, a two-tailed paired sample 
t-test revealed that law lectures in a case-based approach were marginally 
significantly easier for them to perceive (M 6.12, SE .31), than a law-based 
approach (M 5.00, SE .44) t (25) 1.870, p= .07, r = .27. 
 The t-test results show that both the accounting students and 
professional accounting students found teaching in a case-based approach 
significantly easier than a law-based approach. However, students studying 
accounting perceived lecturing in a case-based approach more appropriate and 
easier than the professional accounting students.  
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Implications of the findings  
 
In a CLT framework this experiment investigated the load of two lecturing 
approaches on students’ cognitive processes. It tested whether these students 
were able to handle the challenges of comprehending the cognitively 
demanding task of listening to law lectures delivered in case-based and law-
based approaches. There was no hypothesis for this experiment; it was mainly 
a perception analysis with the aim of suggesting the most suitable lecturing 
approach for teaching law to non-law background students. There are many 
modes for teaching law units to non-law students at the postgraduate level. 
This experiment, however, was confined to lecturing as the most common 
mode for teaching a content thick unit at the postgraduate level. 
 It was assumed that the mental load of the lower ability students would 
be greater than that of the higher ability students, in terms of the acquisition of 
knowledge through a mixture of approaches used in lecturing them. In this 
study, the higher ability students were those students who studied law units 
previously; for instance, the postgraduate students in the law schools are the 
higher ability students as they studied law units at their undergraduate level of 
studies. The mixed approach in lectures facilitates such a student cohort as 
they can handle complex information more easily than the lower ability 
students; their STM does not become overloaded while processing and storing 
the information provided in variable lecturing approaches. They are well adept 
in schema automation by receiving, sorting, categorizing, storing and recalling 
the transitory information, and therefore they are able to overcome the effect 
of such variability.  
 These cognitive processes in both the high ability students and the 
lower ability students are different. The lower ability students for this study 
were those who had never studied any law units throughout their 
undergraduate level studies. The result of the data assessment suggests that the 
lecturer should use a single approach for lecturing law to them. A mixed 
approach utilised in lecturing to them might generate a considerable cognitive 
load and therefore such a lecturing approach may hinder their acquisition of 
knowledge from a lecture session (Wilson and Korn 2007).  
The reasons students mentioned in relation to their opinions against or 
in favour of the lecturing approaches are many. The following table may 
provide a synopsis of these reasons. 
 
Table 2 
Understanding law via case and law-based lecturing approaches 
 
 
Acquisition via case-based approach  
 
Acquisition via law-based approach 
 
Yes 
 
No 
 
Yes 
 
No 
Helps understanding 
the complexity in law.  
Aids with 
Too broad to 
understand. 
Difficult to 
Straightforward. 
Helps understand 
the case. 
Difficult to 
interpret.  
Sometimes 
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understanding the use 
of laws. 
Makes laws clear.  
Easy to understand the 
legal principle. 
Connects the real 
world. 
Helps to understand 
what is happening and 
why. 
Assists with knowing 
the application of laws. 
Helps to know the legal 
trend in business 
issues. 
comprehend due 
to the difference 
in cultures. 
Too complicated. 
Sometimes 
indirect and 
causing 
confusion. 
Assists with 
understanding the 
big picture of the 
business cycle. 
Useful in 
knowing the laws 
necessary for 
business. 
confusing.  
Too many 
differences amongst 
legislations.  
Hard to understand. 
Difficult to 
understand- 
language issues.  
Requires examples 
to be understood. 
Boring/ 
Monotonous.  
Unexciting/ 
Uninteresting. 
 
 
As is evident in the above table, the students consider the case-based 
approach a suitable one because this approach in lectures helps them to 
understand the complex issues within law. They find this approach relevant in 
comprehending the relationships between law and real world scenarios. It is 
probable that the integral parts of a case – the facts, the issues, the evidence 
and the reasoning behind judgments; help students transmit the information 
and concepts derived through such lectures, from the short-term memory to 
the long-term memory more smoothly. Some of the students expressed the fact 
that understanding the cases was hard due to the changed cultural impacts 
related to them. However, the detriment caused by this issue, as found in the 
data analysis; was outweighed by the benefits this approach provided them in 
comprehending legal issues via a lecture that employed a case-based approach.    
The reasons mentioned by students against the suitability of law-based 
lecturing approaches are also critical in understanding the overall requirements 
by students in acquiring knowledge from a lecture. Any learning environment 
which is ‘boring’ or ‘not interesting’ must have an impact on the cognitive 
processes of the students in a class. The students in this survey found the law-
based lecturing approach a ‘boring’ approach, and it did not help them to 
process a huge amount of content at the cognitive level. Furthermore, they 
found this approach ‘confusing’, as the lecture based on this approach relies 
upon a huge number of legal provisions to explain a legal issue completely.  
Understanding the aim of legislation is important in appreciating the 
necessity for adding a huge volume of legal provisions in the law-based 
lecturing approach. Law tries to regulate the harmful consequences of a 
situation and assist in the creation of a peaceful situation for everyone. Since it 
attempts to validate everyone related to an issue and all the current and 
probable consequences of the violation of a given law; the number of 
provisions related to a law could be numerous. For the same reason, in most of 
the cases; the text used for describing the legal procedures or directions is 
abundant and written with complex structure. Given these factors, a law-based 
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lecture approach is usually thick in terms of content, if not complicated to 
understand. This has been reflected in the student responses, notably this 
content-thick approach was found unsuitable for the cognitive processes of the 
students who did not have a prior legal education. 
While it is evident in the data analysis that this student cohort prefers 
to experience a case-based lecture approach, it is interesting to note that they 
provided a good number of reasons suggesting the need for a law-based 
approach in law lectures. The table below provides the essence of such 
reflections regarding the necessity of using these approaches in lectures from 
this student cohort.  
 
Table 3 
Reasons for the case and law-based approaches in law lectures 
 
 
Necessity of case-based approach in 
lectures 
 
Necessity of law-based approach in lectures 
 
Yes No Yes 
 
No 
Makes the learning 
interesting.  
Helps provide a 
bigger picture for a 
legal issue. 
Connects the students 
with practical legal 
problems.   
Explains how experts 
use laws to solve a 
problem. 
 
Not necessary. 
Hard to find 
an exact case. 
Helps articulate the 
lecture. 
Provides clear 
directions. 
Makes the lecture 
more objective. 
More relevant for 
the business world. 
Provides necessary 
information. 
Easy to access laws 
referred to in the 
lectures. 
Too general.  
Presents too much 
information to 
remember. 
Requires a huge 
amount of prior reading 
to cope with. 
Presents laws in an 
abstract or abrupt way. 
Necessary for legal 
professionals only. 
 
Some students opine that this approach is also necessary as it can allow 
the lecture to extend clear legal directions necessary for business operations in 
the real world. Since these students came from a business course, the 
likelihood is that they would not want to miss the legal information that could 
assist them with organizing or administering legal issues in the business. A 
good number of students admitted into this unit were already equipped with 
professional experiences. Due to this background, we can easily suppose that 
this group of students prefers to learn about current law and intricacies in legal 
provisions, in a less onerous way. 
 
Conclusion 
This study tests the suitability of two dominant lecturing approaches—the 
case and the law-based lecturing approaches—lecturers use while lecturing to 
non-law background business students at the postgraduate level. For this test, 
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it assess the cognitive load of a set of non-law background business students 
who listened law lectures that were delivered following these two approaches.  
Lecturing is a traditional method for teaching in discipline-based 
teaching environments and its success in legal discipline depends upon its 
alignment with learner backgrounds, learning objectives and the lecturing 
approaches utilised in the classes. In a situation where students do not have 
any prior knowledge of the given discipline that requires a particular lecturing 
approach, a mismatch in such an alignment would place learner knowledge 
acquisition into a challenging situation.  
This study presented in this paper contributes to a search of such an 
alignment. It demonstrates that a lecturer lecturing to non-law background 
business students at the postgraduate level should put more emphasis on the 
case-based approach, provided that such an emphasis should be relative to the 
overall standard of the students and their motivation for learning law units.     
 
 
 
Notes 
 
i. It would be worth mentioning here that in every Accountancy School or 
Department of Accountancy in Australian universities, there are a number of 
law units taught, both at undergraduate and graduate levels. The number of 
this student cohort is considerably large in these schools. Given this, how the 
non-law background students at the postgraduate level are taught law units, is 
a vital issue. This is not only important for the impact upon the large student 
cohort, but also for the economic impact that this student cohort creates on 
these universities. These days a large number of students studying law units 
in the business schools at universities are international students and these 
students contribute highly to the foreign currency income of these national 
universities, where educational services to  international students ranks as the 
third largest business. 
ii. One type of evidence to show this mixed approach in law lecturing could be 
the use of cases and statutes to explain legal issues in the texts used within 
law related units in business schools. Law in Commerce by Sweeney et. al., 
Business and Corporations Laws by Fitzpatrick et al., Corporations Law by 
Anderson et. al., and Business Law by Nickolas James are some popular texts 
for the business and corporations law units taught in the business schools. All 
these references use a good number of cases together with relative statutes to 
discuss legal issues. Corporations Law has a table of cases and a table of 
statutes containing 14 and 20 pages respectively. I used the Law in Commerce 
reference for my students throughout last semester, and I have noticed at least 
one case description in a distinct box and numerous references of law 
sections on each page of this book. It also contains a table of cases for ten full 
pages and a table of statutes for six pages. This is a common scenario for the 
other books mentioned above.  
iii. This is an obvious case to me. For instance, Brendan Sweeney obtained his 
LLB from Melbourne Law School and his PhD from the Monash Law 
School. Jeffrey F Fitzpatrick is a barrister and solicitor; he did his LLB at 
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Adelaide Law School. Nick James is a professor in the Faculty of Law at 
Bond University; he studied law in the law schools at the University of 
Queensland and the Queensland University of Technology (QUT).   
iv. Fundamentals of Business Law, is one of the eight foundation units an 
accounting graduate may be required to complete in order to join CPA 
Australia. The topics this unit covers are as follows. The sources of law; the 
common law and legislation: precedent and stare decisis and statutory 
interpretation; the legal framework; fundamental aspects of contract and 
contract law; breaches of contract law; specialized commercial contracts; 
torts; trusts; the law of agency theory; incorporation and its effects; 
management of companies; memberships and dividends, and corporate 
insolvency.   
v. For instance, the Business and Corporations Law unit in the School of 
Accountancy at QUT has two parts: business law and corporation law. In the 
first six weeks of this unit, students learn about the Australian Legal System, 
Tort of Negligence, Contract Laws, Laws in Business Structures and 
Australian Consumer Law. In the last six weeks, students are taught the legal 
issues in corporations. Corporate law is a wide subject and is covered through 
two units in most of the law schools. The subjects of the first six weeks for 
this unit consist of five separate units in every law school in Australian 
universities. 
vi. The observer was Dr Saiful Karim, Senior Lecturer, Faculty of Law, 
Queensland University of Technology. The lecture session he observed was a 
part of the lecture sessions for Business and Corporations Law—a 
postgraduate level unit in the School of Accountancy at QUT. It held on 
October 17, 2013 in B119 from 2pm to 5pm. 
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i It would be worth mentioning here that in every Accountancy School or Department of Accountancy in Australian universities, there are a number of law units taught, both at 
undergraduate and graduate levels. The number of this student cohort is considerably large in these schools. Given this, how the non-law background students at the postgraduate level are 
taught law units, is a vital issue. This is not only important for the impact upon the large student cohort, but also for the economic impact that this student cohort creates on these universities. These days a large number of students studying 
law units in the business schools at universities are international students and these students contribute highly to the foreign currency income of these national universities, where educational services to  international students ranks as the third largest business. 
ii One type of evidence to show this mixed approach in law lecturing could be the use of cases and statutes to explain legal issues in the texts used within law related units in business schools. Law in Commerce by Sweeney et. al., Business and Corporations Laws by Fitzpatrick et al., Corporations Law by Anderson 
et. al., and Business Law by Nickolas James are some popular texts for the business and corporations law units taught in the business schools. All these references use a good number of cases together with relative statutes to discuss legal issues. Corporations Law has a table of cases and a table of statutes containing 
14 and 20 pages respectively. I used the Law in Commerce reference for my students throughout last semester, and I have noticed at least one case description in a distinct box and numerous references of law sections on each page of this book. It also contains a table of cases for ten full pages and a table of statutes 
for six pages. This is a common scenario for the other books mentioned above.  
iii This is an obvious case to me. For instance, Brendan Sweeney obtained his LLB from Melbourne Law School and his PhD from the Monash Law School. Jeffrey F Fitzpatrick is a barrister and solicitor; he did his LLB at Adelaide Law School. Nick James is a professor in the Faculty of Law at Bond University; 
he studied law in the law schools at the University of Queensland and the Queensland University of Technology (QUT).   
iv Fundamentals of Business Law, is one of the eight foundation units an accounting graduate may be required to complete in order to join CPA Australia. The topics this unit covers are as follows. The sources of law; the common law and legislation: precedent and stare decisis and statutory interpretation; the legal 
framework; fundamental aspects of contract and contract law; breaches of contract law; specialized commercial contracts; torts; trusts; the law of agency theory; incorporation and its effects; management of companies; memberships and dividends, and corporate insolvency.   
v For instance, the Business and Corporations Law unit in the School of Accountancy at QUT has two parts: business law and corporation law. In the first six weeks of this unit, students learn about the Australian Legal System, Tort of 
Negligence, Contract Laws, Laws in Business Structures and Australian Consumer Law. In the last six weeks, students are taught the legal issues in corporations. Corporate law is a wide subject and is covered through two units in most 
of the law schools. The subjects of the first six weeks for this unit consist of five separate units in every law school in Australian universities.    
